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Abstract
The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how special
education teams are making decisions regarding ruling out language proficiency
when considering English Learners for a Specific Learning Disability (SLD)
evaluation. This information was obtained through the perspectives of multicategorical special education teachers. Data was collected through interviews with
seven teachers from five different elementary schools. Five themes emerged from

the data: (a) Let's start with Interventions (Tier 2), (b) Next let's figure out what
is going on (Pre-referral team), (c) Who can we rely on to help us? (Trust of team
members), (d) What can we use to help? (District resources), and (e) How can we
make it better? (Change or more clarification). The findings concluded that there
were inconsistencies with interventions within the school dishict as well as the

pre-referral teams and processes. There was varying knowledge of English
Language issues. These conclusions lead to recommendations for district level
changes to Tier 2 interventions and pre-referral processes, a language assessment

team, future hiring of teachers with more diverse cultural and language
backgrounds, and further training for special education teachers.
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Introduction
When starting my career as a special education teacher, I did not think
about English language acquisition. My student teaching experience was at a
school with virtually no students with English language needs. There were no
students on the cooperating teacher's caseload that had experience with a second

language. My first year of teaching found me in between two other elementary
schools within the same school district. It was in these schools that I had my first
experience with a third grade boy who was acquiring English as his second
language. He was also struggling academically. It was during his special
education evaluation that I began to wonder how we know that he understands

English well enough to be considered disabled in reading. I followed the
recommendation of my special education team and trusted the English language
teacher when she stated that his struggles were not related to language.

The next school year during monitoring by the Department of Education,
the first evaluation I ever completed was selected for review. This student was
Caucasian and had never spoken another language but we

still combed the file

with a fine toothcomb. It was during this process that I realized how much more I
should have included in my previously mentioned evaluation to prove that
language was not the primary reason for his academic underachievement and how

many more questions

I should have asked.

The following year I was assigned to the school within my district that had
the largest English Language Learner population of any school within the district.

While this experience was amazing on many levels, it placed me in a position to
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leam more about English Language Learners. Two students in particular really
got me thinking about the process of evaluating students for Specific Learning

Disabilities who are acquiring English.
One student was named Melissa. She, along with her brother, Andrew,
began at the school late the previous spring each receiving special education

services under the category of Specific Leaming Disabilities. She had been
evaluated in her second year of kindergarten at another metro area school district
and had met the

initial criteria for a disability. Due to the absence of other first

grade students and an opening in my schedule, I was able to work with Melissa
one on one every day. Getting to know her over the schoolyear,,I was quickly

convinced that she had a Learning Disability even though she was still acquiring
the English language. I truly felt that language was not the primary reason for her
struggles in school. She made tremendous progress that year and I feel she

will

do

better in school due to the early identification of her Learning Disability. I also

feel strongly that if she had been a student in our school district at the time she
was recommended for initial evaluation, she would not have been evaluated. We

would have wanted to wait to ensure that she had enough time to acquire
language.

The other student was a boy named Juan. He too arrived at the school late
the previous spring as a fourth grader. Due to scheduling and a large difference in

ability levels, I got to work with him on reading one on one each day for most of
his fifth grade year. His reading was above any student I have previously worked

with as a special education teacher. He knew all of his phonics skills but still
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struggled slightly with fluency and comprehension and was not quite at grade

level. I soon began to see him as an English Language Learner. While reading, his
needs seemed related to vocabulary and once the words he did not understand

were explained, his comprehension soared. He began the year receiving math

instruction but that service was discontinued at his annual Individual Education
Program (IEP) meeting. His teacher reported that he was the strongest math
student in her class. By the end of the school year, he was exited from English
Language (EL) services. I can't help but wonder

if his academic skills were

improving because of his improved language skills and whether he truly had a

disabilify. Was he a student who was wrongly identified as having a Specific
Learning Disability when his underachievement was more a result of language
acquisition?

If he had been in our district,

we would have again waited to ensure

he had the time to acquire the English language. Given more time, would he have
needed to be placed in special education?

Still to this day, I think about these two students. I see bits of each of them
in every EL student that is brought up for referral to the pre-referral team on
which I am currently a member. I feel that they have helped me keep language in
the forefront of my thoughts. They inspired me to learn more about how I can
help make the best decision possible when students' futures are on the line.

Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is to better understand how special education
teams are making decisions regarding ruling out language proficiency when

considering English Learners for a Specific Leaming Disability (SLD) evaluation.
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I want to look at how different schools throughout my school district are making
these decisions when considering SLD evaluations.

I would like to determine the

deciding factors teams use to most effectively rule out language when considering

EL students for SLD evaluations.
Importance of the study
The school district in which I work has experienced an increase in its
incidence of students who do not speak English as their first or primary language.
These students are not able to

fully take advantage of the instruction given to

them in English within our schools. They quickly fall behind other students
academically. When their classroom teachers see these academic struggles, they
become concerned and look for help in meeting their needs. One place to look for

help is the pre-referral team. It is within this pre-referral that team members need
to begin to determine

if the student's language proficiency is the primary

cause

of

their academic struggles or if there is something else going on that could be
addressed in special education. Some of these students are then referred on for

special education evaluation. Here special education teams need to look at this
same question; are the student's academic struggles related to their English

acquisition or could there be a learning disability?
The information obtained within this action research study

will

be of value

to me as it will increase my knowledge on this subject and enable me to make
better decisions regarding language acquisition when considering EL students for

SLD evaluations in the future. The findings will be shared with colleagues and
administration to provide a clearer picture of how these decisions are made across
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my school district. It is my hope that the information obtained in this study can
potentially bring about district level changes that will help others be more
equipped to help make these decisions.

Definition of Terms
English Learner (EL)._A student whose parents indicated that their first
language is not English or that another language is the primary language spoken

in the home.
Specific Leaming Disahility (SLD). A disorder in one or more of the basic
psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken
or written, which disorder may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen,

think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations (IDEA, 2004).
Pre-referral Teams. A team of professionals within a school who look at
students who are experiencing academic problems; the team considers sfudents a
series of interventions to determine

is warranted.

if a referral for a special education evaluation
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Literature Review
This chapter will review literature related to issues of considering English
Learners for an evaluation of Specific Learning Disabilities. In order to look at

how special education teams rule out language when considering English
Language Learners for Specific Learning Disabilities, it is important to consider
the topic more broadly. This review

will

be divided into sections to answer the

following questions:

.

What is an English Learner (EL)?

.

What is the history behind EL instruction in schools?

o

How are English Learners represented in Special Education?

.

What is a Specific Learning Disability?

o

What are the challenges related to English Learners and special education?

.

What guidance is offered to help teams make referral decisions?

What is an English Learner (EL)?
There are many different phrases used to identiSr students whose first
language is not English that are used in research and in public schools today. In

a

publication from American Institutes for Research, Sarah Bardack (2010) defines
an English Language Learner

(ELL) as:

An individual who is in the process of actively acquiring English, and
whose primary language is one other than English. This student often

benefits from language support programs
performance

in

English due

to

to

improve academic

challenges

with

reading,

comprehension, speaking, an#or writing skills in English. (p. 7)
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English Language Learner has begun to replace the U.S. Department of
Education term of Limited Language Proficiency (LEP) and English as a Second
Language (ESL) (Bardack,2010). Minnesota Law uses the term English Learners

(EL) to refer to students whose parents have identified them as learning English
after first leaming another language or students for whom English is not the
language primarily spoken at home. The student has gone through the assessment
process and demonstrated that they "lack the necessary English skills to

participate fulIy in academic classes taught in English" (Statute 124D.59 Subd.2.
(2)).
There are many different terms used in research to define sfudents who
may be a Language Minority (LM) (Samson

& Lesaux, 2009).

Genesee,

Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, and Christian (2005) use the term Culturally and

Linguistically Diverse (CLD) to describe students who may be from different
ethnic or racial groups or who speak languages other than English. CLD students

include ELL students since their first language is not English (Sullivan, 201l).
Barrera (2006) suggests,

"It seems

that the difficulties with which these learners

struggle are reflected even in the way we educators attempt to describe them" (p.
142).

The literature indicates that almost one out of five students in our public
schools speaks a language other than English in their homes. This number
continues to grow (Wagner, Francis,

& Morris, 2005). Roseberry-Mckibben

stated that by 2005 the number of Limited English Proficiency (LEP) population
increased

by 105% from the 1990- I 991 school year while the school population
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by 12% (as cited in Chu & Flores,20l l). In the United

States,

approximately 80% of ELL students are native Spanish speakers (Wagner et al.,
2005). According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2014), ELL
students made

ry

l4.2Yo of the total public school enrollment for the

20ll-2012

school year. Anderson, Minnema, Thurlow and Hall-Lande stated that our schools
were not prepared for the increase in ELL students and many schools ended up

qualiffing these students for special education
cited in Huang, Clarke, Maczarski,

as a way to deal

with the issue (as

& Raby, 2011).

What is the history behind EL instruction in schools?
The Llnited States made many changes in its approach toward educating

non-English speaking students over the course of history. The focus has shifted
back and forth between educating in the native language and educating in only

English. Carlos Ovando (2003) stated that in the lgth century, immigrants
gathered, and their children were educated in their native language, in community
schools. By the second half of the century, many states passed laws authorizino

this bilingual education.
Starting in the 1880's, as policies became more restrictive, views began to

shift away from educating in the native language. In 1906, the Naturalization Act
required all citizens immigrating to the United States to be able to speak English.
The years 1918-1920 brought about the Bureau of Naturalization and the Bureau

of Education of the United States. These organizations sponsored bills to give
states federal aid to teach English to non-native students. By the second half

of

the century, after both World Wars, there was a strong push toward unity across
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the United States. Large urban schools began to offer classes to help students to
become American as they were submerged in American culture. During this time,
educators and policy makers began to feel that it was up to the student to make
changes and the student should be blamed for his or her own failure (Ovando,

2003).

Things again began to change in the 1960's with the Immigration Act,
which revoked the Naturalization Act of 1906, and the United States saw a large
increase in immigrants from Asia and Latin America. Bilingual education saw a

return during this time due to the Cuban Revolution. Exiled Cubans in Florida
wanted their children to be educated in English but still retain their native
language and cultural planning for their eventual return to Cuba (Ovando, 2003).

Merchant and Osterling (2008) suggested that due to an increase in
immigration from Latin America and Mexico to the United States, the Elementary
and Secondary School Act of 1965 was amended

in

1968 with Title

VII. This act

developed into the Bilingual Education Act and gave federal money to school

districts to meet the needs of students who had limited English language
proficiency. While this act "did not provide a clear position for either strong or
weak versions of bilingual education"(Ovando, 2003, p. 8), it did provide funds to

districts and required that they show how they are addressing the needs of English
Language Learners. This is when many schools began to develop ESL programs
(Ovando, 2003).

Young (1996) stated that in 1974 the court case Lau vs. Nichols was a
milestone in giving rights to students learning English as a second language in
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schools, including instruction in language skill development. According to

Tinajero (1994), this case required that schools must ensure they meet these
students' diverse needs as well as give them access to all educational offerings.
Schools are responsible for helping them develop high levels of English Language

skills. This court case led to the passing of the Equal Educational Opportunities

Act in 1974 (Ovando, 2003).
In the 1980's, policy continued to change. Ovando (2003) described
another influential court case, Castafleda v. Pickard, which took place in

l98l . In

Castafleda v. Pickard, districts were given more specific instructions regarding the

education of non-English speaking students. In California, Proposition22T
required that instruction must be primarily in English. Proponents of this

proposition stated that students were failing to learn English while they were
being educated in their native language (Ovando, 2003).

How are English Learners represented in Special Education?
Samson and Lesaux (2009) conducted a study in which they compared

Language Minorify (LM) students in special education with their LM peers not in
special education and English only students in special education. They found that

LM

students tended to be underrepresented in Special Education in Kindergarten

and first grade but starting in third grade they are over-represented. They also
found that

LM

students were referred later than their non-LM peers. With

ELL

students, identification for special education can come two to three years later
than their English-speaking peers. There is an increase in identification of ELL
students in special education in Fourth through Sixth grades (McCardle et al.,
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2005). They reported possible factors in later referrals are that the federal
requirements for special education state that a special education placement cannot
be due to language, teachers may be hesitant to refer until they are proficient in

English and "teachers lack confidence in identifoing disabilities in LM learners"
(Samson

& Lesaux, 2009, p.

159).

Maxwell and Shah (2012) stated that while historically there has been an
over-representation of ELL students in special education, in recent years there has
been a shift to under-identification or delay in identification. According to a

national study conducted by the U.S. Department of Education in 2003,
"overidentification occurred more commonly in districts with small numbers of
ELLs (fewer than 99 such students), and underidentification was more common in
districts with larger English-language learner populations" (as cited by Maxwell

& Shah,

2012, p. l2).

What is a Specific Learning Disability?
Students who struggle academically may

qualiff for special education

services. The federal government signed the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) in 1990 to ensure that students who have disabilities have
a free education that meets their needs. The most recent reauthorization of

IDEA

(2004) defines Specific Learning disability (SLD) as:

A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in
understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which disorder may
manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write,
spell, or do mathematical calculations.

Arrysburg Collegn lJbrerY
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Prior to the reauthorization of IDEA in2004, the only way to qualifu for
SLD was for there to be a severe discrepancy between a student's intellectual

ability and academic achievement that is not due to other disabilities or other
conditions (Reschly, 2004). IDEA offered guidance but each state set the
qualification criteria. They each set specific measures and their own definition of
what constitutes a severe discrepancy (Reschly, 2004). The reauthorization of

IDEA in 2004 made the discrepancy model of qualification no longer

a

requirement. States were also allowed to use the results of a student's response to

scientific research based interventions (IDEA, 2004).

IDEA expresses that the learning difficulties

a

child is experiencing cannot

be primarily caused by outside factors such as limited language proficiency or

cultural differences (as cited by Barrera, 2006). According to Minnesota law, "the
child's underachievement is not primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor
impairment; developmental cognitive disabilities; emotional or behavioral
disorders; environmental, cultural, or economic influences; limited English

proficiency; or a lack of appropriate instruction in reading or math" (Statute
3525.1341 Subp. 3C (2)). According to Boehner and Castle, determining the

difference befween a student with LEP with a leaming disability and their LEP
peers without a disability is critical because special education law requires this

difference be determined (as cited by Barrera, 2006).

What are the challenges related to English Learners and special education?
There are many challenges related to English Language Learners and
special education schools today. Ortiz and Maldonado-Col6n stated that one
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challenge schools encounter is that ELL students with Learning Disabilities can
share many issues in common with their non-disabled peers. Both groups have

difficulties with comprehension, in following directions and completing tasks.
They also make errors in both syntax and grammar (as cited by Chu

& Flores,

201l). These commonalities can lead to ELL students being identified mistakenly
for requiring special education services. This is especially true when teams do not
have a knowledge base for cultural and linguistic differences (Chu

& Flores,

2011).

Wilkinson, Ortiz, Robertson, & Kushner (2006) completed a study where
they reviewed files of 27 ELL students who were receiving special education
under the Learning Disability (LD) label related to reading to determine

if they

did indeed met the eligibility criteria. They found that five students did meet
criteria for a LD related to reading. They thought six others had a disability but
not necessarily related to a Learning Disability in reading. The remaining 10 were

thought to not be eligible for special education services. Their struggles could be
attrihuted to other factors or they found that there was not enough information to
determine eligibility for a reading related LD.

In a similar study, nine students' fiIes were reviewed to determine if they
met eligibility. One student was found to have a reading related disability while
three others seemed to have a disability but not related to reading. The remaining

five students' struggles could be affributed to other factors or there was not
enough information (Liu, Wilkinson, Robertson,

& Kushner, 2008).

t4
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Another challenge is the methods in which students can qualitz for special
education. Chu and Flores (2011) discuss that neither the discrepancy model nor
the Response to Intervention (RtI) model of identification of Learning Disabilities

"specifically consider characteristics of ELLs" (p. 246). Wagner, Francis and
Morris (2005) stated that identifoing learning disabilities could be difficult when
English language is not an issue, so identifying a learning disability in a student
who is still acquiring English complicates matters even further. They state that it
can take years to achieve the required discrepancy between the intelligence and

achievement to meet the Learning Disability criteria. Fletcher, Francis and Morris

(2005) state that the discrepancy model does not account for invalid or unreliable
testing of ELL students (as cited by Chu

& Flores,20l l). Standardized

Tests that

are administered to ELLs to determine a discrepancy are often biased in both

content and language. ELL students are not included in the collective samples to
create the norms for these tests (Artiles

& Orti2,2002).

Gerber (2005) noted that

RtI also has limitations in its use for ELL students. RtI may not address other
variables that may affect the student's response or the reliability of the

intervention's implementation (as cited in Chu & Flores, 201 l).
Whether RtI is effective is also an issue English Language Learners face.

Hernfndez Finch (2012) explores Cultural Diversity through all the tiers of a
Response to Intervention. They find cultural issues in all phases of the RtI model.

Tier I should provide instruction that ensures that 80% of all students make
adequate gains. Burns, Jacobs and Wagner state that

I instruction

if this is not the case, the Tier

should be what is examined rather than the individual that failed to
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respond (as cited in Herndndez Finch, 2012). Linan-Thompson, Cirino, and

Vaughn (2007) stated that often EL students are not included in the sample used
to norm the standardized benchmarks used to determine if a student has failed to
respond to Tier

I instruction. For this reason, sfudents

are often inaccurately

placed in Tier 2 intervention. The interventions need to have been proven to have

positive effects on students who are EL (Klinger, Artiles, & Barleffa,2006).
Using a pre-selected curriculum and a standard way of monitoring progress is not
effective for students who are culturally and linguistically diverse (LinanThompson, Cirino,

& Vaughn,2007). Batsche

meant to meet the needs

of

15o/o

and colleagues state that Tier 2 is

of students who did not respond to Tier

1

instruction. This intervention is to be targeted and the student's progress is
monitored for a set length of time. Tier 3 includes intensive interventions that are
needed by the remaining5% of students (as cited in Herndndez Finch, 2012). This

tier can include special education (VanDerHeyden, Witt, & Gilbertson, 2007).
Hern6ndez Finch (2012) felt that an issue with Tier 3 is that labeling a student as

having a disability may be easier than admitting that Tier

I is not working.

Special education teams face challenges when conducting evaluations for
sfudents who are EL. According to Cummins, deciding what language to

complete an assessment in is a complex issue (as cited in Wagner at al., 2005).

If

a student is very proficient in their native language, completing assessments in

their native language may provide a clearer picture of their skills, yet it may not
predict their ability to read in English. Assessing in English can be difficult,

if

they do not completely understand the instructions (Wagner at aL.2005). It is
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recommended that teams document the criteria they used to determine which
language to use for testing (Yzquierdo, Blalock,

& Torres-Velaquez,20A4). With

the challenges of availability of comparable tests in native languages, the use

of

interpreters is common. Leung (1996) stresses the importance of the interpreters

having educational knowledge along with language skills in order to provide
reliable and valid test results (as cited in Chu & Flores, 2011).
Another challenge encountered is inconsistencies in practice. Klinger and
Harry (2006) conducted a study of nine schools in a major urban school district in
a Southern state looking at Child Study Team (CST) decision-making process for
students who were

ELL who were being considered for special education

evaluation. They found that while some teams had a lot of knowledge about how

to determine the differences between issues of acquiring English as a second
language and learning disabilities, other teams within the same district did not.

They found inconsistencies in how district policies were implemented, how the
teams conducted assessments, and how the teams made their decisions. There
seemed to be a lack of knowledge of the process of acquiringa second language
and the process was often overlooked by team members. There was also

inconsistent involvement of parents.

We found that there was a tremendous variation between what was on a
checklist and the quality of what actually transcribed during the meeting.

In actual practice these differences were influenced by the intentions,
knowledge, skills and commitment of CST or multidisciplinary team
members (Klinger

& Harry,2006, p.227$.
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Klinger and Harry state that until educators can begin to look at how to teach and
support all of their students rather than looking for and naming individual deficits

in children it is unlikely that practice will change.
Rinaldi and Sampson (2008) state that "As the number of ELL students in
the United States grows so does the need for guidelines on how best to address

their educational needs" (p. 6). Limbos and Geva found that many teachers wait
on referring ELL students to give the student every opporhrnity to acquire
language skills (as cited in Rinaldi

& Sampson, 2008).

Foorman, Francis,

Shaywitz, Shaywitz, and Fletcher state that early intervention is key if an ELL
student does have a disability and waiting until later grades for qualification can
make remediation tougher (as cited in Rinaldi and Sampson, 2008).

What guidance is offered to help teams make referral decisions?
Wilkinson et al. (2005) made some recommendations for improving the
practice of considering ELL for special education evaluation. They included

improving the documentation of pre-referral interventions, referral decisions and

eligibility decisions

as

well as having centralized recordkeeping. In their study,

they found that there was often not enough information to prove eligibility. They
also found that family input was crucial to substantiate concerns and assessment
results.

Klinger and Harry (2006) recommend that pre-referral interventions need
to be individualized and that the pre-referral team should primarily consist of
general education teachers and parents. The objective of this group should be
focused on supporting the student in general education. VanderDerHeyden, Witt,
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and Gilbertson recommend looking at all of the facts prior to referring for a

special education evaluation and

if the interventions

are working, find a way to

continue the interventions in general education and resist the desire to get the
student more help (as cited in Herndndez Finch, 2012).
Salend and Salinas (2003) also offer guidance to special education teams.

First, they suggest that the evaluation team include those with knowledge of the
sfudent's native language such as family members, EL teachers or people fluent in
the student's first language. Second, teams need to compare the student's
performance in English and their first language. Third, the team must consider the
stages

of acquiring a second language. They must also use alternatives to the

usual testing protocols and look at what tests

will help give them a picture of the

student and look at how the student's different life experiences may affect their

learning. Educators must "arm themselves with research-based assessment
procedures and instructional techniques to enable these students to reach their

maximum learning potential, thereby facilitating their success in school and
beyond" (Hart, 2A09, p.202).
Wagner et al. (2005) described possible approaches to address the issues

of identifuing ELL students with Learning Disabilities. In an ideal world, students
would be tested using comparable tests in both English and their native language.
Currently there are very few comparable assessments. For Spanish speaking
students they recommend the Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing

(CTOPP) and

it's

Spanish counterpart, the Test of Phonological Processes in

Spanish (TOPP-S). They also mention completing testing in the area

of
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Phonological memory. A non-word repetition test is rather simple to explain

without speaking the students' native language and can be used with very young
students. Rinaldi and Sampson (2008) stressed the evaluators know whether the
tests they are giving were normed on similar students as well as gathering

information from the parent. They suggested that testing be administered in the

child's native language when possible.
Barrerra (2006) suggested that a Curriculum-based dynamic assessment

(CDA) may show promise in differentiating between difficulties with learning due
to disability and those that are due to acquiring a second language. This method
consists of teaching a learning task that is new and then collecting data as they
learn the task. In his study, students were given a pretest, then taught note-taking

skills for two weeks, then given a post-test of the new skill. He found that
students with LEP and students with LEP and LD had distinct differences in the

volume that they wrote. He noted this has to do with "whether the students are
able to apprehend sufficient vocabulary" (p. 152). His study was designed to

replicate how a pre-referral intervention may look.
Samson

& Lesaux (2009) found that kindergarten teachers' ratings of a

sfudent's language and reading skills compared to their peers was a predictor

of

whether a student would eventually qualifu for special education. Language

Minority (LM) learners in special education achieve comparably to their peers
who speak only English, yet they are identified later. They showed that both
groups showed difficulry with mastery of letter sounds in kindergarten and first
grade. They concluded that identification of such weaknesses could be used to
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predict later struggles. For these reasons, they support the Response to
Intervention to target instruction to these missing skills prior to referral to special
education.
Scott, Hauerwas, and Brown (2014) studied the policies of each state and
the guidance offered in identiffing Culturally and Linguistically Diverse students

for eligibility in the category of Specific Learning Disability. Most states (36) did
not address CLD beyond what is stated in federal regulations. They found that
"there is no national consensus on how to meet the needs of CLD students prior to
or during the SLD identification process" (p. 180). They found that the area that
states provided the most information was in the area

of assessment of CLD

students. These included approaches that were sensitive to culture, assessing

language abilities, comparing the student with a CLD peer group, and examining
the student's response to intervention. They found that these practices were
aligned with the best practices found in literature and that states looking to best
practice literature is "a step in the right direction" (p. 180).

Another promising guiding factor found within state laws was the
importance of teams having knowledge and training related to CLD issues. The
most common recommendation is that the English Language Learner teacher be

a

member of the referral team. Scott, Hauerwas, and Brown (2014) state that these

findings also aligned with research. Another notable finding includes that states
vary as to which tier of intervention ELL instruction is included. VanDerHeyden
et al (2007) and Wanzek
be a part of core

& Vaughn (201 I ) suggest that ELL instruction

Tier I practice.

needs to
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Summary
When considering English Leamers for a Specific Learning Disability, the
question that challenges every special education team is "can we rule out
language?" The EL population in the United States has been steadily increasing,
causing this issue to become even more challenging. EL students with Learning

Disabilities share much in common with their EL peers without disabilities
causing them to be misidentified with a disability or with the wrong disability.
Often, their language needs are not considered in pre-referral interventions or

during special education assessment and practices can be very inconsistent.
Research offers some guidance to help teams. During the pre-referral phase,

documentation of interventions and referral decisions need to be improved,

interventions individualized and family input sought. When making comparisons
to their peers, teams need to ensure that they are comparing students with similar

cultural and language backgrounds. While conducting a special education
evaluation, teams need to include individuals with knowledge of the student's first
language such as family members and English Language teachers, testing should
be completed in both English and native language whenever possible and

administrators should ensure the tests are noffned with similar students. English
Language instruction should be considered part of a student's Tier

I instruction.
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Methodology
This action research project was conducted to better understand how
special education teams are making decisions regarding ruling out language

proficiency when considering English Learners for a Specific Leaming Disability

(SLD) evaluation. This topic lends itself more readily to a qualitative research
approach rather than the quantitative research approach. The information sought

in this research project cannot easily be collected through numerical data.
According to Mills (2014), qualitative research "uses narrative, descriptive
approaches to data collection to understand the way things are and what the
research means from the perspectives of the participants in the study" (p. 6).

Qualitative research offers itself to more experience-based methods of data
collection (Mills 20 I 4).

In order to determine how the teams are making these decisions,
information needed to be obtained from members of these teams. It was decided
to use structured formal interviews as the method for collecting data. Mills (2014)
stated, "Using a structured interview format allows the teacher to ask all the

participants the same series of questions" (p. 89).

Participants
Participants recruited to interview were from a pool of

l6 Elementary

multi-categorical special education teachers from a second tier metro school
district. These are the teachers who work in a position similar to the researcher
and may have similar experiences with and/or opportunities for making these

decisions in their schools. The district has 10 elementary schools. The pool

of
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participants were all teachers that work with students who receive Federal Setting

I

and 2 services in the special education areas of: Specific Learning Disability

(SLD), Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Emotional and/or Behavior Disorders

(EBD), Other Health Impairments (OHI), Developmental Cognitive Delay
(DCD), Physical Impairment (PI) and Developmental Delay (DD).

All teachers in the pool were contacted by email offering them

the

opportunity to volunteer to be part of the research project. Six teachers replied and
expressed interested in volunteering to be interviewed. These six teachers were

individually contacted about setting up an interview time. Interviews were
scheduled to

fit the participant's preference of time and location. Two teachers,

who work at the same elementary school, requested to be interviewed together. A
seventh participant joined a co-worker's interview at the time of the interview.

All

the teachers interviewed were Caucasian women.
For the purposes of anonymity, those interviewed
pseudonym. School names are fictional as well.

All

will

attempts

be given a

will

be made to hide

their identity. School demographic information used is from Minnesota
Department of Education 2015 School Report card
(http ://rc. education. state. mn.us/)

Stephanie and Becky. These teachers requested to be interviewed
together for this research project. They both teach full time at Easfview
Elementary. Stephanie has been at the school for at least six years. She has

worked in other capacities, both elementary and secondary, in our district prior to

working in this multi-categorical position. Becky is a third year teacher and
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worked all three years at Eastview. She had no previous teaching experience prior
to her role at Eastview. Eastview Elementary School is the district's most
ethnically diverse elementary school. The student population consists of 9.ZYo
Caucasian and 90.8% other ethnic groups. The highest ethnic group represented in

the school is students of Hispanic origin (48.7% of the student population).

5

| .9%

of students at the school are considered English Learners and87o/o receive free
and reduced lunch. Students receiving special education service make up 8.3%

of

the school's population.

Jaclyn. Jaclyn is an experienced teacher at Eagle Point Elementary. She
has been at her current position

for at least six years. She has spent most of the

year as the only multi-categorical teacher at her school. She recently received
support in the form of an additional part time teacher. She spent her first couple
years of teaching in the multi-categorical position working part time at two

different schools. Eagle Point Elementary School's population consists of 59.lYo
Caucasian students and 40.9% of students of other ethnic backgrounds. The
biggest ethnic population other than Caucasian represented in the school, are
students of Hispanic origin (14.5%). Fourteen point three percent of the students

have English Learner Needs and 32.2o/a of the students receive Free and Reduced

lunch. Students receiving special education make up 1 1.8% of the schools
population. The school has two center-based programs (Federal Setting 3 district
programs for students with higher needs than can be met at their home school)
that are included in this percentage.
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l0 plus years and has worked
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She has worked in

at other schools and in other

capacities within the district prior to that. She has at least 20 years of teaching
experience. She works along with another Multi-Categorical part time teacher at
Weaver Lake. Weaver Lake consists of

61 .3o/o

students of other ethnicities. Her school has an

Catcasian students and 38.7Yo of

ll%

English Language Population

and39.4'/o of the students receive free and reduced lunch. Students receiving
special education make

tp 17.4Yo of the schools population. Her school has three

center-based programs that are included in this percentage of special education
students.

Sophia. Sophia has worked in her position at Springfield Elementary as a
multi-categorical teacher for l0 plus years. She previously worked as a
paraprofessional in the district prior to attending graduate school to receive her
teaching license. Sophia also works along with another multi- categorical teacher.

Her school includes 14.lo/o of students who receive special education services.
There are two center-based programs included in this percentage. The school has

47% Caucasian students and 53% of students with different ethnic backgrounds.

At Sophia's school,20.9Yo of students are EL and 49.9% of the students receive
free and reduced lunch.
Chelsea and

Jill.

Chelsea works

full time

at Washington Elementary

School. She is in her second year teaching in the district as well as her second

yeff at Washington.

She previously worked

in another district in a Setting 4 EBD

classroom and worked as a paraprofessional in our district in a center-based EBD
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program. Jill is new teacher. She is in her second year of teaching. This school
year she works at Washington half time as well as working half time at another

district elementary school in the same position. She worked at another elementary
school full time last year. Jill originally expressed no interest in being interviewed
after the initial contact, but joined the interview that had been set up with Chelsea.
Washington Elementary is one of the districts more ethnically diverse elementary
schools. The school consists of 30.2% Caucasian students and 69.8% of students

of other ethnic backgrounds. Of the student body, 33.3% of the students receive
EL services and 65.6% of the students receive free and reduced lunch. The school
does not have any center-based programs for the 10.8% of students who receive

special education.

Procedures
The participants in this research project were interviewed in the span

of

three weeks from the end of February to the beginning of March. The same openended interview questions were used as guide for all the interviews. Additional

questions were asked
response or

if the open-ended questions did not elicit a thorough

if more clarification

was needed. Interview questions involved the

process for considering EL students for SLD evaluations at their school and the

people involved in the conversations around language acquisition.

All those interviewed received and signed a consent form before

the

interview. This form outlined the benefits of the project and also any risks the
researcher could foresee. They all agreed to being interviewed and being audiotaped and to allow their direct quotations to be used,
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There were a total of five interviews conducted for this action research

project. The interviews took place in person at either the classroom of the teacher
being interviewed or a conference room at our district special education office.
The interviews were audio-taped and later transcribed by the researcher.

Analysis
This study was conducted using a grounded theory approach. Glaser and
Strauss (1967) state, "grounded theory ts a general method of comparative

analysis " (p.

l).

Charmez (2014) describes grounded theory as an organized yet

flexible of analyzing data to develop theories from the data itself. Using
comparative methods, and encourages the researcher to "construct a theory

'grounded' in their data" (p.1). This method was used to make sense of the data
that was collected.
The interviews in this study were transcribed. The transcripts became the
data for the study and were read numerous times. When the transcripts were read,
the data was coded. Mills described coding as a way of "trying to find patterns
and meaning" in the data we collected (p. 135). The codes were then classified

and emergent themes were identified.
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Findings
The primary focus of this study was to better understand how special
education teams are making decisions regarding ruling out language proficiency
when considering English Learners for a Specific Learning Disability (SLD)
evaluation. The study examined the special education teachers' perspectives on
the processes in their school as compared to others within their same school

district. Five themes emerged while analyzing the data from the interviews. They
include: Let's start with Interventions (Tier 2); Next let's figure out what is going
on (Pre-referral team); Who can we rely on to help us? (Trust of team members);

What can we use to help? (District resources); and, How can we make it better?
(Change or more clarification).

Let's Start ryith Interventions (Tier 2)
Before we look at how these special education teams rule out language,
we need to need to look at how each school addresses struggling learners. In all

of

the participants' schools, interventions were implemented within aTter 2
structure

if

a student was struggling academically. How the school addresses these

needs can appear very different when looking at the perspectives of the special

education teacher in each of the schools.
Participants shared that their schools have school intervention staff that

work with any student who is struggling academically. Lilly stated, "'We have two
ADSIS (Alternate Delivery of Specialized Instructional Services) and a Title I
math teacher". Sophia mentioned, "'We have two MRC (Minnesota Reading Corp)

Volunteers and we have three full time interventionists" at her school. She did not
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1 funded. Chelsea and

Jill responded "'We have reading and math intervention for any student who is
struggling academically." Jaclyn stated,

o.W'e

have one full time ADSIS teacher

here and three Minnesota Reading Corp volunteers. Then we have a part time

half

day math intervention. That is new this year". Stephanie commented "we have

five reading intervention teachers". Becky added "and one math intervention
teacher".
Each school also had a designated time each day for students to receive

interventions. Becky commented "there is intervention time in each grade level".
Stephanie added "they try to put them(struggling students) in an intervention

group". Lilly mentioned:
There is a 3O-minute block of time every day that the teachers are to
assign the kids to an intervention. Whether

it is an intervention or some

kids are assigned to do enrichment. Some of them stay in the room and the
teacher provides the intervention.

Jaclyn said that her school has "Wfhl or What I Need time". Sophia stated:
We were late coming to the RTI model as a school. I think the change in

administration helped that come along when it did. Last year I would
guess we dabbled

in it a little bit and this year it was a little bit more

planful. With three interventionists, you have to be a liftle more deliberate

with the planning.
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Jill stated that "there is a designated pull out time, each grade has a 50 minute
intervention time and during that time those students that have been identified to
receive an intervention are pulled out".

Along with these commonalities, there were some differences noted.
Sophia stated the interventions at her school are

o'mostly focused on the lower

grades and a little bit of service to the upper grades." While kids are at

interventions, other students are "completing another Daily 5 choice". She added
The mandate was kind of put out by our administrator, to the teachers, that

they are responsible for doing the guided reading portion and the
instruction portion with students who are either receiving sped services or
who are getting pulled out for intervention. Kind of reiterating and
reminding them that they are general education kids first.
Chelsea and

Jill do run across a problem with students getting less service

time when they qualifo for special education than they received while in
interventions. Jill stated,'osometimes with intervention they get more" Chelsea
added, "They might as well just stay in intervention because they can provide

more." Stephanie stated "second grade is probably the neediest group in this
school. And there are like

l5 kids right now who

are all EL and they are not

getting any interventions because they are too low". Becky added, "They are
getting nothing!" Stephanie "that's what makes us upset".

Lilly

stated that her school is very inconsistent with what the other

students are doing while students are meeting with the intervention teachers:
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Some grade levels are really good at differentiating instruction for students

not pulled during intervention time. They group students across all classes

who have similar needs in the areas of phonics, comprehension or
enrichment. They then provide instruction and activities aligned with those
needs. Other grade levels continue reading instruction while the students
are gone and catch them up when they get back.

Another commonality was that three of the participants responded that at
their school, English Language instruction is considered an intervention. Lilly
said "our EL teacher pushes into the classrooms during intervention time."

Stephanie stated "English Language teachers are pushing oral language so that is
another intervention." Chelsea and Jill stated,

"if

students have been identified to

receive an intervention, they are pulled out of class during the intervention time.

That's when EL pulls kids." The two of them questioned what happens if an EL
student needs another intervention. Jill stated," I don't really know how that

works with intervention. Do you know? How they split that time?" Neither
Sophia nor Jaclyn mentioned EL instruction being a part of the intervention time
at their schools.

I{ext let's figure out what is going on (Pre-referral team)
When asked to explain how students were referred for a special education
evaluation all of the participants mentioned a pre-referral team. While all of the
schools had pre-referral teams, the teams varied in many ways. The schools were

in different phases of their implementation of a Problem Solving Team (PST)
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approach and referred to their pre-referral team by different names. Jaclyn
mentioned:
We have a Teacher Assistance Team (TAT) and we are moving toward the

problem solving model. So what teachers do is they complete a form and
then they submit it and contact our Social Worker, who is overseeing our

TAT process. They will meet as a team. They will brain storm some ideas
for interventions for the teacher to go back to their classroom and try an
intervention for six weeks.
When referring to the pre-referral process, she would use TAT and PST
interchangeably. It was unclear

if the actual

process has changed or just the name.

Sophia stated that in her school:

It is certainly different here this year. We are implementing

a new model.

We have always had the Teacher Assisting Teacher team or TAT team in
the past where teachers might bring up a student and the

TAT team would

send them back with maybe one or two more interventions for a

little

while. This year we are trying the ISST and I'm not even sure if I
remember what that acronym stands for Individual Student Something
Something.

Jill stated that kids "get referred to PST". Stephanie stated, "we have a problem
solving team." Lilly mentioned, "W'e have a student success team (SST)"
The members of the pre-referral team were fairly consistent across the

participants' schools with a few exceptions. Sophia indicated that her ISST team
was made up of "our administrator (school principal), school psychologist, school

JJ
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teacher in this case who has been heading this for a number of years." She went
on to state that the team includes "one or two other teachers.

if the intervention

I'm not sure honestly

teachers are involved. I would hope so." Chelsea stated that the

team at her school is made up of "some of those intervention teachers plus

a

general education teacher, the social worker and psychologist." When asked who
was on her school's PST team, Becky listed "school social worker, school pysch,

special education teacher (pointed at Stephanie), and the school principal".
Stephanie added "the literacy coordinater and reading intervention, a first grade
teacher and we used to have a

fifth grade teacher, too but she's on maternity

leave." Jaclyn responded "social worker who is overseeing our TAT process.
There are gen ed teachers on that team and there is the psychologist."

Lilly

mentioned "our Pysch, our social worker, our two ADSIS and our Title teacher".
When asked

if there was a general education

teacher on her team,

Lilly responded

"No the regular ed teacher would just come when they brought forward

a

student."

All participants mentioned English Language

teachers. Jaclyn stated

we always bring in our EL teacher to the TAT process". Sophia mentioned,

"EL

"I

think they are still involving the EL teacher". Lilly responded "and the EL teacher
comes.

I don't know if

she is on there

all of the time." Stephanie added "usually

we have an English Language teacher at PST." Jill stated, "the EL teacher when
the student has a second language."
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Another difference was the presence of a multi-categorical special
education teacher on the team. Becky pointed to Stephanie and "special education
teacher" indicating that Stephanie was on the PST team. Chelsea said, "we're

never" on that team. Jill commented, "I was asked to be on the team at my other
school and then we got the message that we are not supposed to be on that team.

But I was last yeat''. Later when referring to the PST team she was on last year
she stated,

"I also felt like it was a requirement that I be on that team. And now

I've gotten the message, at least from my district mentor, that we are not supposed
to be on that team." Chelsea felt that having a multi-categorical teacher on the
PST would be "strange because then you start participating in those general
education interventions with those gen ed. students and creating plans for them
and then implementing things when they aren't even getting services at
added that once a student did

all." Jill

qualiff for special education "they were to get

service. Well, we would have already tried our tricks".
Some of the participants expressed frustration with their school's pre-

referral team. Lilly described her school's Student Success Team (SST) as
"struggling with going through the process." She went on to say:
As a special ed team, we have had them (SST) bring several kids, three or
four kids, through this year that we have sent back to student success
because we can't figure out what was targeted. They might say, while we
had him in a small group for reading but

it was like

a guided reading

group. They worked on everything. They didn't ever target one thing or
they used something that you couldn't measure that skilI.
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She continued by saying that the general education teachers "become frustrated
because they feel once their student reaches SST; they should be referred to

special education." She felt that they don't realize that the interventions along the

way were not targeted. Stephanie and Becky expressed similar concerns.
Stephanie stated, "The thing is that the students have been in every intervention
that our school tends to offer and they don't always look at what else, maybe, they
can do differently." She went on to say "we were more creative a couple years

ago".

Many of the participants expressed frustration with the completion of the
districts Cultural Linguistic questionnaire often referred to within the district as
the "purple form" because it was always available on purple paper. This is a form
that is completed to get the parent's perspective on the student's language history
and development. Sophia stated her school's new ISST is still a "work in

progress". She stated:
There have been some things that have been missed like getting that

purple language form filled out ahead of time. It kind of falls through the
cracks. Then we have to backtrack, get it done and then we can move

forward.
When Jaclyn was asked about whether the purple form was being completed at
her school she replied "not to my knowledge.... I am not sure
or not."

Lilly mentioned

if we are using that

that:

It is getting missed. We just had another one this last month. I think it had
been done last year on this particular student but nobody could seem to be
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it anywhere and when I had been called to Student

able to find

Success

about this student and had asked about it and they were going to look for

it. That was a couple months ago and then when they brought him to
SWIM (Special Education Weekly Information Meeting) to last month, we
asked about

it again. They had not followed through on that so it got held

up again.
Stephanie commented that the purple form was "not supposed to

special education". When asked
supposed to be but

fall on

if it was being filled out, she stated that "it's

it's not being used

as much." Becky added

"I

heard about the

purple form my first year. Now I never hear about the purple form. I think I know
what is on the purple form." Stephanie stated that "our school's Hispanic Cultural
Liaison gathers all that information from the family and she comes to PST a lot."
Chelsea and

Jill had never heard of the Cultural Linguistic questionnaire or the

puryle form. When asked who was completing it with families, Chelsea and Jill
looked questioningly at each other and both said "Ummmm". When it was
explained to them,

Jill

stated,

"I remember

some kind of check list last year.

I

remember hearing about it and that's what we used". Chelsea stated "but that

would be an awesome form."
The participants were all asked about their perspective of the
conversations about language that are taking place in the pre-referral process.
Jaclyn stated that the EL teacher is always brought into the pre-referral process.
She said the EL teachers "have a better idea of where their language skills are at."
She stated that her school has a really good EL teacher who is "really good about
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noticing the difference between just not learning the language and having some
processing difficulties." Stephanie also stated that her school uses "the EL teacher
at PST". Sophia thought that

if

the referred student is an English Language learner

then the PST should be "in consultation with the EL teacher that is working with
the student." Sophia stated that she does not know how much the ISST team is
discussing language because

"I'm

not a part of that so I really don't have an

answer for that ". Jill felt that conversations about language "are kind of held

along the way". She felt her previous school discussed language at PST. Chelsea
stated, "PST is too early, to totally rule

it out, but it is definitely a conversation at

PST".

Lilly did not feel that her school's

SST team did a very good job when

came to discussing English Language acquisition.

Lilly felt

it

that the SST was only

concerned about language "because I've told them that they have to make sure
that language isn't an issue". She is usually invited to SST whenever they are
discussing an EL student. She feels that she is invited because the team is
concerned she would "send it back"

if they

referred the sfudent for a special

education evaluation. When she is invited, she discusses language with "the
classroom teacher and the EL teacher. Usually the dialogue centers around the EL
teacher."
Sophia and

Lilly each mentioned

parent referrals for evaluations.

usually for:

Lilly

that their schools have a large number

of

stated that at her school, parent requests are

PERSPECTIVES OF SPECIAL EDUCATION

TEACHERS

38

Students that have not gone through the student success team. So that is a

concern,

if the parents are that concerned that they are requesting

an

assessment, then why have they not been referred by the teachers to

student success team.
Sophia stated, "'W'e've kind of wondered

if teachers

are suggesting to parents to

request an evaluation. That maybe they are trying to circumvent the system, but

we still need to know that you have a concern as the classroom teacher."
When asked

if

the process to refer students to special education was any

different for students who are English Learners, the participants gave different
answers. Sophia,

Lilly

and Jaclyn stated that the process was very similar at their

schools with the exception of the EL teacher being involved. Stephanie said,

"I

don't see a difference. I think it is pretty similar. If anything, they have been in
maybe even more interventions." Later she mentioned, "Sometimes we wait too

long." Chelsea mentioned that she feels that EL students are referred later,
"Obviously people are going to assume it is because they are learning English."

Who can we rely on to help us? (Trust of team members)
Another theme that emerged was the level of trust that the participants had
in their teammates. Some participants relied on this trust to allow other team
members to make decisions for them while others used the trust to help them
make the decisions. In the pre-referral process, Chelsea stated

"I feel like our

social worker and our psychologist definitely have a huge amount of knowledge
on our behalf so I feel totally comfortable with them making those decisions"
when discussing who was a part of the pre-referral team at her school. She said,
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"Basically the social worker and psych are the special education representatives
that either keep the gate closed or open it and

if they

open the gate then that

referral passes to SWIM and the SWIM team discusses it." Stephanie referenced
the EL teachers as someone she relies on in the pre-referral process. "Since we
have a lot of Hispanic students, it is really easy to compare them to other Hispanic
students. So what she does is she looks at their scores and compares them to all
the Hispanic 3'd graders for instance and where they're at."

Lilly

of

also mentioned

that, while she usually brings up the topic of ACCESS (an annual test of English
language proficiency in the areas of listening, speaking, reading and writing)
scores, she

will "have

that conversation with the EL teacher but other than that, no

one seems to be very familiar with those." Jaclyn stated that her psychologist

works with the EL teacher to compare ACCESS scores. She said, "He is very

familiar with it so he has gotten preffy good at it." Chelsea also mentioned
"during the PST process, our psychologist is very focused on those (ACCESS
scores)."
Once the conversations about language come to SWIM, the participants

continue to use their teammates to different degrees. Chelsea mentioned that her
speech pathologist has spent so much time trying to understand "that component"

referring to language acquisition and "asks a lot of questions." Lilly also utilizes
her speech pathologist. She stated, "Usually it is me and the speech pathologist

deciding." Sophia stated that it "would be nice to rule it out before SWIM". When
referring to the special education team at her school, she said that everyone on her

SWIM team is "looking through our own lenses and asking questions." Sophia
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I think, is pretty good at figuring things out. We ask

a

lot of

questions". Stephanie stated that her SWIM team is also good at asking questions
about language.

If

one person doesn't agree, then

"it's

a no

go."

What can we use to help? (District resources)
Another emergent theme is how the participants try to use the district
resources available to them to help rule out language. This is occurring in varying
degrees. As mentioned previously, Sophia and

Lilly

are trying to ensure that the

district's cultural linguistic questionnaire is completed. Other participants
referenced getting the same information in different ways. Stephanie stated that

information was being collected by the cultural liaison and mentioned "in a way
that is kind of the purple form." Jaclyn did not know

if the form

was being

completed but stated that her school's "EL teacher talks to the parents about their

history, how long they have been in the country, and what they speak at home."
Chelsea mentioned that her speech pathologist "asks a lot of questions related to

language and the home setting. .. which is super important information".
Participants use their school's English Language teachers and ACCESS
scores to different degrees. As mentioned previously, Stephanie and

Lilly both

mentioned that the EL teacher at their school helps compare ACCESS scores.
Stephanie stated, "What she (EL teacher) does is she looks at their scores and
compares them to all of the Hispanic 3'd graders for instance and where they're

at". She also mentioned that they:
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Also look at their ACCESS scores. If they are supposed to gain .5 points
each year and

if they are going down or it's not improving and it's the

same test then that is

Lilly mentioned that

kind of an indicator that something else is going on.

she and the EL teacher look at the student's score but do not

compare it to any other sfudents' scores. She mentioned,

"if a score is 3.. . what

does that mean. So we are struggling with how does that frt into the picture or

how should it be used".
Jaclyn, Sophia, Chelsea and Jill mentioned that someone on their team
compares the ACCESS scores with like peers. Jaclyn responded, "the

psychologist" when asked who is comparing the ACCESS scores she went on to
add "he works with the EL teacher when he has questions". Sophia stated,

"Particularly at SWIM... somebody at the table is looking at that (ACCESS
scores)". Chelsea mentioned, "During the PST process, our psyshologist is very
focused on those (ACCESS scores) and comparing their EL progress to others".

They each mentioned different levels of reliance on the EL teacher.
Jaclyn, as previously mentioned, stated that the EL teacher at her school was
knowledgeable in the student's language skills and whether there is more

involved than just acquiring the second language. Sophia reflected "hopefully the

EL teacher is present (at SWIM) to talk about the student". Chelsea mentioned:
I don't really know a lot about EL. Which is weird, I guess. I feel like EL
and intervention works somewhat closely because kids who are receiving

EL most likely have academic struggles but EL and special education have
been strangely separate. And

I think it's weird.
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are very separate and isolated" and:

If we have a student who is being evaluated or who is already on an IEP
and also receives EL, we never talk to the EL teacher. We only talk to the

classroom teacher. But I think it would make more sense

if we talked to

EL.

Jill also mentioned "I honestly don't hear much from the EL part. I haven't this
year."
Another district resource utilized by partipants during a special education
evaluation was the use of the district's intelpreter guidelines when administering
the academic testing. Sophia and

Lilly both mentioned first administering the

entire test so that the results are standardized, then using interpreters to go back
and use the guidelines suggested by the district. Sophia stated that she would:

Have an interpreter come and administer missed items and just try to

figure it out. Are they suddenly able to answer because it was presented to
them in their own language or are they still getting them wrong and this

really wasn't an issue with language? I don't think we have ever really
turned one away after using an interpreter because of thinking oh no, this
is a language thing.

Lilly

stated,

o'I

have not found much of a difference.

It makes me feel better to

know that they got the instructions". Jaclyn stated she also uses the district's
guidelines but also:
We put a lot of merit in what the interpreter's views and their opinions
because they are somebody we know has worked with us for a long time
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and helps us kind of determine whether or not they are still not

understanding in their own language vs. English.
Stephanie stated, "'We are supposed to have the interpreter during testing to
ensure that it wasn't language". Becky mentioned she uses an interpreter for "the
subtests that have English Language involved in it. Then we can do

it in Spanish

with an interpreter and compare the scores". Stephanie also added she will look at
"the speech pathologist communication testing cause she will do it in English but

will do it also in their native language,"

Chelsea and

Jill both mentioned the use

of interpreters. Jill stated that she "uses the guidelines". Chelsea stated that she
does not use the guidelines but does use "a translator to only translate the

components that have to do with language". She felt that:

A lot of those components

are completely lost in translation. For example,

one of the language questions is point to, there are the four picfures, and

they are to point to canine. Canine is a much more complicated term for
dog. But the only word that the translator has is perro, which means dog.
She also stated that she does not go back and offer instructions in native language

for any subtests.

How can we make it better? (Change or more clarification)
Another theme that emerged was a desire for change or more guidance.

Jill stated, "It would be nice to have something that was district wide" when
referring to when to go ahead with a special education evaluation. When looking
at ACCESS scores,

Lilly "would like to try to align that somehow with

the
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decision making process." Sophia stated that she is a part of a district committee
and that:

We have an increasingly diverse population, particularly when it comes to
the languages. We are trying to make some headway in getting things a

little more clear. You know, some things that we can be doing

a

little more

consistently across the district.

Lilly

states:

I don't think we are real confident and I don't think that we have a really
good process, a set and dry process. I think we all kind of go through the
motions but nobody is really sure how we really do it. You know, what

indicators are we really looking for, what indicates that language is
interfering and what indicates that it is not. I think we talk about it but not a
1ot.

Re-evaluations of students receiving special education services under an

Early Childhood label of Developmental Delay (DD) was another area where
schools wanted more guidance. These students need to be re-evaluated before age
7 to determine

if they meet criteria to continue services. Stephanie

and Becky

stated that at their school they can't asses EL students for SLD before the "end
second grade and third grade" Stephanie stated that before that

"It's

a rule

out."

Becky stated, "I have a DD kid who needs help, but you just can't rule out
language for him.

If I had a million dollars, I'd put money down that I will

of

see

him in 3'd grade." Stephanie talked about the conversations that she has had at
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SWIM where they were into deciding whether to look at academics for DD
students who are also EL. She said:

Most of the time it's, nope, aren't going to look at them. That's what is
hard with DD. When qualiffing for DD, language doesn't matter. Then
once they are DD, language does matter when deciding

if they still

need

services after age 7 .

At Lilly's school, she described the same situation but in a much different way:
I think we have tended to turn our head and ignore it but I think that that is
something that really needs to be looked at. It's really hard when they've
been in DD services and they have all of these needs.

It's hard to say, now

we aren't going to test them or quali$r them because of language. That's
hard. It's really hard to explain to people why it's different now when they
were getting special education service before. So we end up going with,
once you are in then you are in. We typically do the

initial SLD

evaluation.
When asked

if

she had anything else to add, Jaclyn commented:

It's very complicated and it makes it very difficult sometimes to determine
whether or not we should

qualiff

students because they are students that

we know really need that support and they really need that help. They
have the scores but at the same time we know that they are not fluent in

English. So it can be an ethical dilemma for us because you want to
provide those services for students who need it.

PERSPECTIVES OF SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS

46

This study looked at the perspectives of multi-categorical special
education teachers on the processes in their schools to rule out language

proficiency when considering English Learners for special education evaluations.
Their schools appear to be in quite different phases of their implementation of
Tier 2 interventions and there was no district wide consistency regarding prereferral teams. The participants relied on trust of their teammates, to varying
degrees, when making decisions regarding language. The participants all
expressed a desire for change and for more guidance, which appears to be a focus

of a district committee in which one of the participants was a member.
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Discussion

Overview of Study
This action research study was conducted to better understand how special
education teams are making decisions regarding ruling out language proficiency
when considering English Learners for a Specific Learning Disability (SLD)

evaluation. Students who have limited English proficiency often struggle
academically. These academic struggles result in consideration for special
education. According to federal law, language proficiency cannot be the primary

factor for a student's academic underachievement in order to qualiff for SLD.
To gain a better understanding of how special education teams are making
these decisions, this study looked at the perspectives of special education teachers

on the processes within their schools. Seven multi-categorical elementary special
education teachers from five different schools in a second tier metropolitan
suburb were interviewed. Their responses were coded and compared to the other

participants. The data was analyzed for themes. Five themes emerged from the
data: Let's start with Interventions (Tier 2); Next let's figure out what is going on

(Pre-referral team); Who can we rely on to help us? (Trust of team members);
What can we use to help? (District resources); and, How can we make it better?
(Change or more clarification).

Summary of Findings

All of the participants

discussed that the process of considering students

with language needs at their schools starts with general education interventions.
The participants all shared that their schools had intervention staff that provide
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intervention services to struggling students during a grade level intervention time.
The schools all seemed to be at different places with their application of a
Response to Intervention (RtI)/Tier 2 model of intervention with students who are

struggling academically, especially with students who are English Learners.

All participants mentioned that

students who continue to struggle

academically are referred to a pre-referral team. These teams within the schools
varied greatly. These differences brought about some challenges. Participants
expressed frustrations with the lack of targeted or individualized interventions

completion of required forms, and an increase in parent requests for special
education evaluations.
Participants also relied on their teammates to help with decisions about
language. Some of the participants trusted teammates to make the decisions about
language for them while others used teammates to help them in making the
decisions. A few participants fully relied on the special education team members
on the pre-referral team to make decisions about language, others trusted the

knowledge of the EL teacher within that process and some trusted in the
knowledge all of the special education team members brought to their team to
help determine the effect of language on the student being referred. Schools

within this same school district have different criteria to determine the affect of
language acquisition on academics.

All participants were trying to use the resources that the district

has

provided to help them rule out language. Some participants were trying to get the

district's cultural linguistic questionnaire completed, while others were gathering
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the parent perspective in other manners such as through the use of a cultural

liaison, the EL teacher or the speech pathologist. Some schools were utilizing the
student's ACCESS scores to determine progress in English acquisition or to
compare the student to peers with similar exposure to English. While some
participants utilized the knowledge of the EL teacher, others found EL and special
education were separate. Teachers also used the guidelines issued by the district

for use of interpreters during academic testing.

All participates

expressed a desire to make the process of ruling out

language more clear. Most were not completely confident in making these
decisions. Some wanted more knowledge or clarification in how to align
resources with the decision making process. There was a general consensus

of

needing more district wide guidelines and one felt that it was an ethical dilemma
whether to

qualiff students. Sophia did state that

she is a part of a district wide

committee, which has begun to spend time on the issue of ruling out language for

SLD evaluations.
Conclusions

After reviewing the findings, it is apparent that there is a need for
consistency within our school district. The findings indicate that within the

district, there was not consistency across the school district, or in some cases

within the school, with how interventions were implemented. Some schools focus
on the younger grades, some schools did not include the lowest achieving students

in interventions, some offered more instruction time in interventions than special
education typically provides when students (EL or non-El-) qualifi, for special
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education services, and some considered English language instruction an

intervention. Students with EL needs would not have as many opporfunities to
receive other interventions at those schools. Within one school, grade levels
implemented things differently, some utilized the intervention time to complete

interventions across their grade level while others continued instruction to those

still present. One way to qualifi, students for Specific Learning Disability is
through the Response to Interventions. Our school district only utilizes the
discrepancy model of qualification (qualification through a severe discrepancy
befween intelligential ability and academic achievement). At this point in time,
the district does not seem to be in a position to begin to utilize the Response to

Interventions method of qualification.
The findings indicate that the district is in the process of switching from a
Teacher Assisting Teacher (TAT) model to a Problem Solving Team (PST) or
Student Success Team or Individual Student Success Team (SST or ISST). Many
members of these pre-referral teams were similar in every school: social worker,

psychologist, intervention teachers, and the EL teacher (at least if the student
being discussed was a student with EL needs). Other members varied among the
schools. The principal was on some teams. Classroom teachers were a part

of

most the teams yet absent at one school. The multi-categorical teacher being a
member of the team was another difference. One participant was a member of the
team while fwo others felt that they should never be members of the team.

At

some of the schools, the pre-referral process has not been very effective and has
created barriers to efficient operation. Some teams seemed to place sfudents in
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pre-existing interventions rather than individualizing the interventions to the
struggling student's needs. Some teams are not necessarily concerning themselves

with determining language acquisition skills or the parent's perspective. At two of
the schools, parents were requesting evaluations suggesting that teachers are
bypassing the referral process.
The special education teachers have varying knowledge of English
Language issues. Some teachers were actively seeking use of the district's

Cultural Linguistic questionnaire while others had not heard of the form. Some
teachers were pushing for pre-referral teams to be concerned about language and

looking to align ACCESS scores with the decision making process while others
trusted other team members to make language decisions for them. The teachers

who were doing the seeking and pushing were the teachers who had over l0 years

of experience in their current jobs while those with only a couple of years of
experience were the ones who had not heard of the forms or trusted others to
make decisions for them.

Recommendations
The results of the study indicate that there are specific areas that need
addressing on a district level. The first area is a more consistent approach to an

RtI model of intervention. The schools are in different places within their
application of a Tier 2 intervention system. There needs to be a district-wide

initiative to bring about a more consistent approach. Creating consistency within
this tier is imperative to determining if students need Tier 3 service such as more
extensive individualized interventions through RtI or referral to special education.
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consider utilizing RtI as a qualification method for SLD,

then there would need to be a more consistent RtI structure in place within all

of

the schools.

Another district level change that needs to be addressed is the pre-referral
process. The membership on these teams needs to be more consistent. There
needs to be a more consistent approach to individualizing student interventions.

Involved staff may need additional training on how to create individualized
interventions. District wide procedures need to be created and adherence to the
procedures enforced. Staff development training on these procedures

will likely

be needed.

The district should also look at whether a district wide language
assessment team is warranted. This team should consist of individuals with

knowledge of English Language development and/or special education such as EL
teachers, speech pathologists, and school psychologists. These individuals may be
better prepared to determine whether the problem is one of language acquisition

or whether there may be more going on such as a learning disability or other
special education need. Pre-referral teams that are considering a referral for

a

special education evaluation with a student who has language needs should
request this team's assistance. This team could ensure that all necessary

components have been addressed prior to a referral such as the parent's
perspective through the Cultural Linguistic questionnaire. A district wide team

would ensure district wide consistency.
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The district should also consider future hiring of teachers in special
education from more diverse cultural and language backgrounds. Within the
elementary multi-categorical special education department, all teachers are
Caucasian and there is only one man.

A search of the same position in the districts

five secondary schools yields an additional five male teachers but no teachers of
diverse cultural and language backgrounds. When such positions become
available within the district, teachers of diverse cultural and language
backgrounds should be sought. Representation from more diverse backgrounds

would yield a broader perspective of issues such as language acquisition. In
addition, our schools are filling with a more diverse student population and our
teachers should reflect that diversity as well.

The last need to address at a district level is more training or guidance for
the special education teachers who are required to make decisions involving

ruling out language acquisition as the primary cause of a student's academic
underachievement. There are district resources such as the Cultural Linguist
questionnaire and the ACCESS scores that are not consistently being used or
understood within this group of individuals. The district's SLD committee is

currently looking at addressing some of these issues as the district's English
language population continues to grow.

Limitations
With any study there are limitations, my study included. A limitation of
this study was its narrow scope. I limited the study to only teachers who taught in
a position similar to my own. This did not include perspectives

of other
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knowledgeable individuals such as pre-referral team members, speech
pathologists, psychologists or EL teachers. In order to have a better picture

of

how the district is addressing concerns related to English language acquisition
when considering these individuals for special education evaluation, a study

would need to get these perspectives of others involved in the process.
Ideas for Future Research Related to My Research

In order to make the data collected in my project manageable, I limited
myself to four to six interviews of the elementary multi-categorical special
education teachers. Of the five interviews that I completed, I was able to get the
perspectives of seven teachers from five schools. The district has five other
elementary schools and nine other multi-categorical teachers in which I did not
get perspectives. Further research could be conducted to include the perspectives

on all ten elementary schools. My study also only looked at the processes in the
elementary schools. Further research on district practices should include the
perspectives of both middle school and high school multi-categorical special
education teachers.
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Self-Reflection
This project has been more challenging and more rewarding than I ever
thought possible. The prospect of an action research project seemed

overwhelming prior to our first class meeting. It was at that time, sitting in a room

with professionals much like myself who were embarking on the same adventure
as myself,

I had a paradigm shift, "I got this." I'd like to say that my newfound

mantra stayed firm and steady but I cannot. I did a lot of wavering during those

first weeks as well as the months to follow. There were times where I felt that this
project was way too big to undertake at this point of my life. I had just started
teaching at a new school, my twins had just started high school, and my husband's

position was ever growing and causing him much work related stress. Was this a

right time to take this on? I eventually decided the answer to this question was
"yes" or I guess I would not be beginning my last chapter of this project.
Completing the IRB proposal was my next hurdle. My confidence in
myself wavered. How can I complete a research proposal? Taking it step by step
and coming back to the parts I wasn't sure about is how

think about it

as

I got through. It helped to

just "my plan" rather than a "proposal". That word just sounded

too big and too important. In the end, it really wasn't as bad or as overwhelming
as the

title led me to believe it would be. It was very rewarding to have my IRB

approved and receiving the go ahead to begin my interviews.
The literature review was the first chapter that we were asked to tackle. I
found the act of finding articles exhilarating. I quickly developed an organization
system of possible journal articles.

I'd save

them to my desktop, along with
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adding the citation to a working reference document, and then print them when

I

was on campus.

I

soon found that

I had more than enough articles. It was time to

make sense of them. It was time to begin the act of writing. Again the panic set in,
where should

I

start? It took a few days and a few sessions but

I was able to get

over this hurdle too.
The interviews were next and I agonized over beginning those. I worried
that none of my colleagues would agree to be interviewed. I worried that I would
have to go back to the drawing board with my whole project. I quickly received

interested emails from colleagues agreeing to participate. Each one added
comments about how interesting my topic sounded and how helpful it could be to
them. I worried about conducting the interviews. Would it be weird? Would

I

look foolish? I needn't have worried. Each interview went well and felt like a
conversation with a co-worker. The next challenge was making sense of all of the
data

I collected. I read and I read then I wrote and I wrote. Soon I started to

see

connections. That was a thrilling experience. The themes emerged and the chapter
was written.
Each chapter brought about its own challenges but as each chapter was

finished I felt a sense of accomplishment. With each completed chapter, I was
closer to a completed project. I could do this. I had learned so much about my

topic and about how others were making the same fype of decisions that I am
asked to make in my similar position.

I felt as though I have the knowledge base

to be able to make recommendations to my district about what guidance special
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education teachers need to be able to help ensure that students' English language

acquisition needs are addressed prior to a special education evaluation.

I am beginning to

see the

light at the end of the tunnel. While I will have a

good amount of editing and revisions to make as well as to prepare for and
present at the symposium, I am feeling a sense of great accomplishment as I near
the end of this last chapter. The person who doubted whether she could complete

this paper at this point in her life is nearly finished. I take great pride in saying,
got this." The experience of starting and completing this action research project
has truly been challenging but has truly been rewarding as well.

"I
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